Chapter 2

THE FIRST TILLERS

j story of Darius and the Scythians is a summer-light-
ning flash illumining for a brief second the darkness that
wraps the early history of the Russian Land. The refer-
ences to the peoples and the way of life of the steppe
country are few and vague among the earliest historians $ and much
of what we do know is merely legend, built up of travellers' tales in
a period that, while producing the great philosophers of Greece, was
also credulous and unscientific, eager to believe the marvellous
rather than the commonplace explanation. For some time after
Herodotus, it became the custom to refer to all the peoples of
the northern lands as Scythians, but it is now believed that
the true Scythians were mainly Iranians (Persians). Yet there is
evidence that Slav tribes appeared on the terrain at quite an early
date. No doubt these intermingled with the Iranian tribes, and philo-
logists tell us that the Russian language contains many indications
of Iranian contacts.

The Samartians were also powerful in those remote times on the
Russian steppes. These people too were of Iranian origin, and their
descendants, speaking an almost pure Iranian tongue, may still be
found in the remoter reaches of the Caucasus 5 these are the Ossetines.
But neither of these primitive holders of the land was destined to
possess it fully.

Somewhere about 400 B.C. the first Greek colonists arrived and
built their cities. Greek colonization was unlike later developments
of spreading peoples. The Greeks took their culture and their civiliza-
tion with them and established on foreign soil counterparts of their
Hellenic homes. They do not appear to have taken much interest in
the aboriginal peoples of the lands in which they settled, except
perhaps as sources of supply of those slaves on which their social
system was based.

Thus Greek colonization has played an entirely negligible part
in the development of Russia. The Greek colonial cities spread a
bright girdle of culture round the shores of the Euxine, and some of
the gems they set have been recovered by archaeologists and set up
in museums. But there is no trace of Greek cultural influence on the
early conduct of Russian affairs. Strangely enough, however, it was
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